Destruction of neurons in the VPM thalamus prevents rabbit heart rate conditioning.
The present study examined the role of the ventral posterior medial nucleus of the thalamus (VPM) in classical heart rate (HR) conditioning using an acoustic conditioned stimulus (CS) and a corneal air puff unconditioned stimulus (US). Previous research suggests that VPM neurons are activated during the presentation of a corneal air puff US. Rabbits were given ibotenic acid lesions in the VPM and subjected to one Pavlovian HR conditioning session. The results of the present study demonstrate that destruction of cell bodies in the VPM reduces HR conditioning to the level of a pseudoconditioning control without affecting HR baseline, or orienting responses to the CS. Lesions of the VPM also significantly augment the tachycardiac unconditioned response, suggesting that VPM lesions alter the somatosensory processing of the US.